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Two days after the 25th anniversary of his death, the family of former Chilean President Eduardo
Frei Montalva (1964-1970) filed a court complaint alleging that he had been assassinated by
poisoning. The family based its accusations on a Belgian university investigation that found mustard
gas in the body of the former leader of the Partido Democrata Cristiano (PDC). Frei Montalva
opposed the government of Socialist President Salvador Allende (1970-1973), but he also became a
leading critic of the dictatorship of Gen. Augusto Pinochet (1973-1990).

Belgian lab finds mustard-gas traces in body
The family filed the complaint on Jan. 24, naming unspecified "groups of individuals related to
military intelligence" under the Pinochet regime. Frei Montalva died at the age of 71 on Jan. 22, 1982,
from septic shock as he recovered from stomach surgery at a Santiago clinic. Courts, the family, and
other associates who insist the former leader was assassinated by poisoning have investigated the
case for years.
Even the doctor who operated on him, Augusto Larrain, has said he believes the post-surgery
infection suffered by Frei Montalva was intentionally caused by some "chemical element." He
acknowledged, however, that he had no proof.
"Today we have the firm, well-founded conviction that ex-President Frei Montalva did not die from
natural causes," said his son, former President Eduardo Frei Ruiz-Tagle (1994-2000), during an
emotional memorial ceremony on Jan. 22. "He said in the 1950s that 'the truth has its hour' and it is
good for the country to know that the hour of truth for Eduardo Frei Montalva has arrived and it is a
cruel and brutal truth: Eduardo Frei was assassinated."
Local media reports said a laboratory of the Gent University in Belgium had prepared the report
that found mustard-gas traces, but Frei Ruiz-Tagle refused to elaborate. The judge handling the
investigation, Alejandro Madrid, also refused to comment, saying only that he would await a second,
definitive report from the Belgian university and reports from other sources.
As he left the court after filing the complaint, Frei said there were "too many strange things"
around his father's case, including lost medical reports, an unauthorized autopsy, and continuous
surveillance of him by unidentified individuals before he was hospitalized. "We have always said we
want to know the truth and this is a substantial advance," said Frei, who is a senator and serves as
president of the Senate.
The family now wants the case to be reclassified and a murder investigation opened. Frei says
the current lab report is the fruit of "five years of work" during which "we have encountered the
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same difficulties all those whose human rights were violated have experienced: the cloak of silence,
powerful forces moving in the shadows, then we are caricatured and dismissed." Frei Ruiz-Tagle
argues that his father "had enormous prestige abroad and his words were listened to," leading
forces within the notorious Direccion de Inteligencia Nacional (DINA) to pursue his death.
Frei family attorney Alvaro Varela said the complaint did not name individuals but rather groups
charged with the ex-president's security, doctors linked with state security organizations who
worked at the Santa Maria clinic in 1982, and those who conducted an "illegal" autopsy on Frei
Montalva. Varela said the latter group was in charge of erasing evidence of homicide. Government
offers its support President Michelle Bachelet joined Frei Ruiz-Tagle at the Jan. 22 commemoration,
saying, "Chile needs to know the truth regarding the causes of death of Eduardo Frei Montalva, just
as that of so many other Chileans."
The PDC is part of Bachelet's ruling Concertacion coalition. Interior Minister Belisario Velasco, in
charge of Chile's internal security, announced government support for the investigation. "The Frei
family has the government's solidarity, of Concertacion and all Chileans," said Velasco, although
he said the government could not yet presume that the case was a homicide. "[It is] a serious
denunciation that should be proven in the tribunals of justice. In any case, we will lend the courts all
the help that is required of us."
The president of the lower house of Congress, Antonio Leal of the Partido Por la Democracia
(PPD), disagreed with Defense Minister Vivianne Blanlot's assertion that the Army did not have
information about Frei Montalva's death.
Leal said on Jan. 24 that in the past the Army had not done enough to clear up the participation of
its members in the alleged murder and that the military institution, in the face of new evidence,
ought to investigate the affair just as the courts are doing. Prior cases of chemical and biological
assassinations Santiago daily newspaper El Mercurio recounted other suspicious deaths during the
dictatorship. In 1981, when the brothers Ricardo and Elizondo Aguilera were political prisoners in
the Carcel Publica, they began to suffer vomiting, diarrhea, and paralysis. In all, seven prisoners
presented those symptoms and two of them Victor Corvalan and Hector Pacheco died.
The medical diagnosis was infection with botulinum toxin, leading to the allegation that their food
had been deliberately contaminated as guinea pigs to test the effect of the bacteriological poison.
The main suspect in the case was the late Eugenio Berrios, a biochemist contracted by the DINA to
carry out the "Andrea Project," an operation to convert sarin gas into an untraceable poison to be
used in eliminating political opponents of the regime (see NotiSur, 2001-06-01). [Sources: El Nuevo
Herald (Miami), 01/22/07; BBC News, 01/23/07; Associated Press, 01/24/07; The Miami Herald,
01/25/07; El Mercurio (Chile), 01/15/07, 01/22/07, 01/24/07, 01/26/07, 01/27/07]
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